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Abstract
One of the more recent buzzwords associated with design is empathy. How better to design
for a particular user than to experience life through the eyes, ears, and soul of the user?
Most would argue there is no better way to truly understand the intended target of a new
hi-tech gadget or a bare bones one-off product that enhances the life of an individual. The
author does not disagree with this assessment, but does contend that there may be an
overlooked component, the designer himself/herself, that can inherently make them more in
tune with a user or in tune with what the user needs. This overlooked component is cultural
identity and cultural upbringing. This cultural identity issue is particularly interesting in
the United States where a July 2010 report by the Census Bureau states that the U.S.
Hispanic population grew by 3.1% in 2009 to 48.4 million people. Those 48.4 million
people made up 15.8% of the total U.S. population. As of the 2010 U.S. Census, these
numbers grew to 50.5 million or 16.3% of the population. To a designer, this growth means
new design opportunities for new markets with different needs and expectations, but still
within the confines and context of the broader American culture. My exploratory paper
looks to further explore both the role of cultural background of the designers themselves in
the design process and explore possible benefits of their backgrounds relative to Industrial
Design and the U.S. Hispanic population. Finally, this paper expands on the research
already started on Latino/Hispanic Industrial Designers practicing design in the United
States.
Keywords: culture and design, industrial design, Mexican design
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Introduction
Paul Hatch, President of the global design firm TEAMS Design in Chicago, states that in
regard to design “adaptability and resourcefulness is key to survival or success” (Hatch
2011). With these two characteristics in mind, the author poses the questions: Do
Mexican born Industrial Designers, who have a different cultural upbringing than the
majority within the United States, have an advantage when it comes to making products
easy to use and understand for all consumers? Furthermore is empathy, a recently
commoditized basic tenant of good design, inherent in their design process? Are these
designers more empathetic or less empathetic if they emigrated to the United States at
an early age or a later age? Furthermore, will Latino/Hispanic designers have a more
distinct advantage when it comes to designing for the booming Latino/Hispanic
consumers who, like themselves, sometimes speak a different language than the majority
and likely have different aesthetic and material sensibilities?
In order to be a successful product designer you are always asked to do more with less;
The client wants the most amount of creativity, innovation, marketability, and profit, while
using the least amount of capital investment, the least amount of material, all while trying
to make it as “green” as possible. This paper begins to explore the possibility that
Industrial Designers from countries with economies that are not driven by consumerism,
who are practicing Industrial Design in the United States, may have already learned how
to be successful before they developed and/or harnessed their design skills. The starting
point for this broader discussion of the role or influence that one’s cultural background
can make in design is to focus on one specific cultural group of designers, and to start to
analyze the similarities and differences of these designers and their personal reflections
on the role that their cultural upbringings have played in their respective design careers.
To date, the author has interviewed 12 Latino/Hispanic Industrial Designers for a book
project that looks to showcase the talents of a small but successful group of designers
responsible for designing or leading design teams who have developed well known
products used in the United States and abroad everyday. The interviews consisted of 10
general get-to-know-you type questions relative to their design careers, but one question
specifically asks: Do you feel that your upbringing or cultural identity influences your
design work? Of those 12, I have further reviewed the transcribed interviews and have
had further discussions with five of the Industrial Designers that identify culturally as
Mexican through birth location or family upbringing. As this paper is exploratory in nature,
with not enough qualitative data to fully support a hypothesis, a trend is beginning to take
shape in regard to the personal reflections on the role of cultural upbringing and its role in
their respective design careers.
In this paper, I present how cultural identity shapes the individual practice of Industrial
Design of five Mexican industrial designers working in the United States. My interviews
with Tirso Olivares, David Quijano, Herb Velazquez, Javier Verdura, and Cesar Vergara
suggest that being Mexican has 1) influenced the design work/commissions they have
received, 2) influenced the way they have approached design work/commissions, and/or
3) made them more aware and sensitive to the needs of users. Their individual Mexican
identity influences their design process and therefore makes its way to each and every
product that they touch. The sheer volume of design work in the market today, either
individually created by these designers or created in teams where they served as design
director or lead designer, presents a collection of work that exhibits an invisible aesthetic.
It is important to note that this paper does not consider the role of socio-economics in its
exploration of the five designers. The paper serves as a vehicle for the designers to
reflect on the role of their respective cultural identities on their design work and a brief
conclusion about the results to date.
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The Designers
Unlike traditional artists whose creative concepts can be self reflective, Industrial
Designers are trained to design for others. Individually, or in teams, designers conduct or
use market research and user research to better understand the intended user and the
problem at hand. In most cases, the cultural identity of the designer has no direct impact
on the physical aesthetic of the object, whether this identity is a minority identity or an
identity of the majority. Moreover, it is unlikely that an industrial designer consciously tries
to incorporate an individual style or aesthetic, let alone a style that would be considered
Latino/Hispanic or specifically Mexican. In most cases, the client, the material or the
function drives the style or aesthetic of the object. Yet, there are designs that exist in the
world that are easily identified as being designed by a particular person. Most notably,
designers such as Philip Starck, Karim Rashid, or Marc Newson have a personal
aesthetic that transcends the intended market or function. The individual personal
backgrounds, education, and professional experiences of these well known designers
shapes their aesthetic sensibilities. To that end, it is appropriate to also consider the
cultural background of a designer to understand how this identity shapes their ability to be
successful in the competitive field of design. Unlike Asian born or Asian-American
traditional artists who may battle being described as quintessentially Asian because their
work is “Zenlike”, “expressing Yin and Yang of their subjects”, or “Rooted in memories of
nature” (Newland 68), the design work of Mexican Industrial Designers is unlikely to
garner the same critique. The brand, manufacturing, and the user dictate the form and
details. This leaves little room to express too much or too little “Mexicaness”.
The ability to harness one’s cultural identity and use it effectively is evident in the work of
Tirso Olivares, Principle, Tirso Olivares Design. Born in Mexico City, Mexico, Olivares
remembers always getting in trouble for drawing in school, especially noteworthy was his
ability to draw planes from memory in his school books. His infatuation with drawing can
be traced to his early exposure to art and architecture as his father was an architect and
his mother was able to draw beautiful human figures despite her lack of formal art
training. His natural talent and positive reinforcement of this talent led Olivares along the
path to becoming a productive Industrial Designer. Since his start in 1989 at Kornick
Lindsey, his 18 year career includes six AmeriStar Awards (North America's most
prestigious packaging awards competition); the first Coca-Cola PET Contour bottles
(1991) (Fig. 1); PET Bottles for Gatorade, Nesquik, Snapple, Maxwell house, packaging
concepts for Sucrets and Motorola, package designs for Allergan and the packaging for
the Oral-B CrossActionTooth brush among many.

Figure 1. Coca-Cola PET Contour Bottle | 1991
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Source: Olivares, T. (1991)

It must be noted that there is no overt styling on any of these products that calls attention
to it’s designer being of Mexican descent or evidence that a Mexican style was trying to
be achieved, yet, Olivares feels that his cultural identity does play a role in his design
process. He says that his culture is a big influence. He thinks that his creativity stems
from the fact that “in Mexico there are many things that you don’t have or that you cannot
have, therefore we were always looking at different ways of getting around things
because things are not as structured as they are in the United States” (Olivares 2010). In
the U.S. and elsewhere, this would be called “thinking outside of the box”. To Olivares, he
had to think outside of the box all the time, and feels that this made him a better designer.
The most appropriate example of this creative problem solving is evident in his design of
the first PET contour bottle for Coca-Cola. Up until that time, all plastic soda bottles had
to have a base in order to stand upright. By approaching this design problem without
much experience in bottle manufacturing, Olivares was able to find new ways to work
with the manufacturers to develop a bottle that could be designed and manufactured to
stand upright by itself and still highlight the quintessential coke contour. He was able to
look at the problem with out any preconceived notions of what the outcome had to be.
Tirso would also claim that this ability to look at things with a clean slate is also evidence
of his cultural identity influencing his design process. He states that in Mexico “he did not
have a preconceived notion of what things should look like”, he had a “cleaner” slate to
start with, and he carries this mindset with him always (Olivares 2010). The creative,
award-winning designs developed by Olivares do not look like they are inspired by a
Mexican identity, but their creation is based on a Mexican identity.
Another native son of Mexico City, Javier Verdura, Vice-President, Industrial Design at
Product Ventures, shares a similar story to Olivares. Like Olivares, Verdura was greatly
influenced by his family, specifically, his Nobel Prize nominated brain surgeon father.
Verdura remembers joining his father in the machine shop located in the basement of the
hospital where he worked. With the help of the hospital’s maintenance engineers, his
father would invent and design working prototypes of medical instruments and devices
that would make his job as a surgeon easier. This “raw” form of Industrial Design hooked
Verdura and has stuck with him throughout his 21-year design career, a career where he
has designed surgical instruments, surgical equipment, consumer products and
packaging and has won such prestigious design awards as the Red Dot in 2001 and
2011, an Industrial Design Excellence Award (IDEA) in 2011 and seven Good Design
awards.
When reflecting on the role of Mexican cultural upbringing and its relationship to his
design career, Verdura recognizes both a conscious separation and their
interdependence. In regard to a conscious separation, Verdura states “my design work is
devoid of cultural influences; it is based mostly in the ‘now’ ”. He asks the typical product
development questions: “What do human beings need now to make their lives better?
What are their unmet needs? How can I eliminate everyday frustrations when dealing
with everyday objects?” (Verdura 2011). This needed conscious separation and need for
empathy in product development is still tempered by his Mexican cultural upbringing and
his experiences growing up in Mexico City. Verdura explains:
I have found that Mexicans are very creative when it comes to finding astute and clever
ways of making their lives better. There are a myriad of examples of raw industrial design
via home-made solutions to solve for needs that cannot be addressed for a variety of
reasons: Lack of money, regional unavailability, or available products simply do not work
to the users’ satisfaction, etc. I have applied this approach to many projects with great
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success. It is very different from the American culture where all your needs can be easily
addressed by driving to the local Wal-Mart. (Verdura 2011)
The most distinct personal application of “finding astute and clever ways” of making one’s
life better is Verdura’s design of the Duracell, Hearing Aid Batteries Packaging in 1999
(Fig. 2).

Figure 2. Duracell | Hearing Aid Batteries | 1999
Source: Verdura, J. (1999)

The initial design problem was: Design a cool hearing aid battery package that stands out
at Walmart. However, after some research, the problem became: How can we make it
easier to get the small, hard to handle hearing aid battery into the hearing aid correctly?
While the initial problem solving and research conducted by his team was traditional
Industrial Design, Verdura feels that the simple, ingenious solution, inspired by a popsicle
stick, references his Mexican identity and the culture of solving problems based on need
and available resources he experienced while in Mexico.
The next successful Mexican Industrial designer whose cultural identity plays a role in his
career is Herb Velazquez, Senior Design Manager at the Kimberly-Clark Corporation.
Unlike the previously mentioned designers, Velazquez was born in the United States to
Mexican born parents. However, Velazquez feels he grew up with a strong connection to
his Mexican identity as he grew up in a Spanish-speaking household and traveled to
Mexico every year with his family. While naturally gifted as an artist, he drifted away from
art until he encountered the revolutionary Ergon Chair designed by Bill Stumpf for
Herman Miller at the Merchandise Mart in Chicago. This seminal moment focused his
attention towards the professional world of Industrial Design. Since that time he has had
a hand in designing award winning products and packaging that meet a wide range of
needs. His work includes: the design of the ECAM, the ground-breaking Nuclear Imaging
System for Siemens Medical (Fig. 3); the user interface and operator console for SIGNA
MR Scanner, GE’s First Magnetic Resonance Scanner an IDSA Excellence Award
winner; the Knoll Design competition winning Bulldog Chair; and numerous product and
packaging designs for Kimberly-Clark, a world leader in family and personal care brands
such as Huggies, Kleenex and Scott.
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Figure 3. ECAM Nuclear Imaging System | 1995
Source: Velazquez, H. (1995)

Velazquez reflects on his career by stating that his cultural identity probably did factor in
his design work, but not in an obvious way. Rather his design process was affected by his
cultural identity. His design education taught him a proven design process that can be
used to solve the problems that he was working on, but his cultural identity shades the
lens in how he sees the world and the given problem. He feels that his cultural identity
may influence how he observed in the field, what he paid attention to and what he did not
pay attention to because of what was culturally important to him like family and
interpersonal connections. Additionally, Velazquez feels affected by his bilingual
upbringing and feels his design process has enhanced sensitivity because of his bilingual
upbringing. He believes “ if you make something intuitive, that can work across cultures,
now you have a better design, because now you don’t need the verbal explanation.” The
way it is designed can eliminate the need for different languages and cultural messaging.
(Velazquez 2011). Finally, Velazquez feels that from a cultural perspective what he feels
that he applies to his craft is passion and dedication. While these traits may not be solely
Mexican, he feels they are a part of Mexican culture. His 20+year career in the design
field exemplifies passion and dedication.
Like Velazquez, David Quijano, Principle Industrial Designer, PSG Design Center, HP,
was not born in Mexico, but feels that his many trips to the Mexican border town of El
Paso, TX, the hometown of his parents, along with further trips to Los Angeles, CA and
parts of Mexico gave him good insight into Mexican culture. Quijano compares growing
up in Ohio and visiting Mexico to the movie: The Wizard of Oz. Ohio is the black and
white Kansas, while Mexico is the bright, lively, energetic OZ. In the Mexican cultural
tradition of following in your father’s footsteps, Quijano started in Engineering, as his
father was an Engineer at GE. However, Quijano stumbled upon Industrial Design one
day while attending the University of Cincinnati. He had always been interested in how
products got their look and spent time taking his toys apart in addition to playing with
them and like the other designers discussed thus far, Quijano would draw wherever and
whenever. Needless to say, Quijano felt at home in Industrial Design after one look at the
models, rendering, and sketches on the ID floor. This epiphany moment has led him on
the path to a 20-year professional design career.
Similar to the previous designers, Quijano feels that his approach to how to solve a
design problem is tempered by his exposure to Mexican culture. The first example of this
tempered approach relates directly to his travels to Mexico as a youth. In a discussion
about his design philosophy, Quijano feels that design should have meaning; the users of
his designs should make a meaningful sensory connection with the product. This starting
point for this particular design philosophy is related to his perception of Mexico and
Mexican Culture. Quijano states: “When I travelled to Mexico as a kid I was always
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amazed by how much of a sensory experience it was. The colors, music, food in the
marketplaces, the bold use of line, color, media and materials in all aspects of their art all
came together to form a lasting impression of a culture full of life, creativity, and energy”
(Quijano, 2011). He goes on to say that the way to push a design to the next level is
make sure to develop a sensory experience with the solution.
The second example of his cultural influence affecting his design process and the design
outcomes is in regard to storytelling. During his visits to Mexico, Quijano heard all about
the “grand” adventures in Mexico of his many uncles. To Quijano, these stories
contextualized their youth. Similarly, Quijano feels it is important to contextualize his
design outcomes. Instead of just presenting a pretty picture of the final design, it is
equally important to present how that outcome came to be; the innovation of the design
may lie in the story of how the design came about rather than how it ended. As he puts it
“There is a difference between design and styling”. Quijano’s unique cultural experience
characterizes how culture transcends location and has had a profound affect on his life
and his successful design career.
While not quite as overt in his cultural identity as the others in regard to his design
process, Cesar Vergara, the Principle of Vergara Studio, nevertheless feels that being
Latino has influenced him and the design opportunities he has obtained in his career.
Vergara was born in Mexico City, Mexico and lived there until the age of 13 when he and
his family moved to Washington D.C. His father was an architect and a diplomat and this
combination gave Vergara exposure to modern architecture, native Indian monuments
and other pre-Hispanic buildings. In addition to this exposure to the world of architecture,
Vergara had a penchant for drawing and had a “very artistic view of things”. All through
High School he wondered if there was a profession that pays for doodles and feels
fortunate that he now gets paid for his doodles. These doodles have turned out some of
the most recognizable passenger train locomotives in use in the United States today.
Most notable are: the “Genesis” (Fig. 4), manufactured by General Electric, the first true
passenger locomotive to be designed in 50 years in North America and winner of the
prestigious Brunel Award; the locomotive and the interiors of the “Cascades” in use by
Amtrak in the Pacific Northwest; and most recently the exterior, interior, and materials, for
the “M8”, the first new fleet of commuter trains on the New York – New Haven line in 30
years. Other work includes bridges, public benches and graphics for Washington D.C.
buses.

Figure 4. GE | Genesis | 1996
Source: Vergara, C. (1996)

Until recently, Vergara never viewed himself as a “Latin or Hispanic designer”. He never
played his identity up, nor never had a complex about it, but he feels that “… he sure is
one” (Vergara, 2010). This is echoed in that he feels that being Latin is part of his
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success, and that what he brings to the proverbial table is his Mexican personality,
specifically a “Mexico City” personality that is bold, artistic and articulate. The ability to
clearly articulate one’s ideas or concepts is a powerful skill in the field of design. A
designer’s commitment, understanding of, and salesmanship of his/her concepts often
have a direct relationship to the willingness of a client to adopt it. For Vergara, the most
obvious case of his “Mexico City” personality, shining through is his commission for the
GE Genesis. As Vergara puts is, as an employee at Amtrak he showed up uninvited to a
meeting and talked to the president of the company. He asked the President, Graham
Claytor, “Mr. President, considering this is the first true passenger locomotive designed in
50 years in North America, Do you want it to be ugly? Should we not be creating the next
link in the chain of great American locomotives? Allow me to design it, if you don’t like it,
fire me, if the public likes it please take the credit.” Just like the design work executed by
the other Mexican designers, the work of Cesar Vergara has no obvious, physical
manifestations of his cultural identity, but his long career as an Industrial Designer and
Transportation Designer is evidence enough to him that his identity as a bold, articulate,
artistic “Latin” has offered him the opportunity to say “ If it costs a million, it should look
like a million” on a wide range of successful projects.

Conclusion
The design work of these individuals literally touches thousands if not hundreds of
thousands of people every day. Many of these designs are recognized by other designers
as the best of the best as evidenced by the collection of awards each has in their
respective collections. These awards recognize that few designs, or none, for a particular
year exceeded the innovation, form, function, intended user, and/or marketability of their
respective work. For these Mexican designers practicing in the US, there is no separation
of their culture from their design work as evidenced by the repeated sentiment of their
respective design process being affected by their cultural identity. It is important to note
though, that there is no overt inclusion of their culture either in the form of specific
Mexican motifs or material choices. As Jonathan Chapman states, in his discussion of
the Myth of Individuality in Emotionally Durable Design, “Society provides a mirror
through which each individual person may assess his or her own hierarchical position;
such comparisons within one’s immediate societal group are a fundamental survival tool”
(Chapman 2005). This societal mirror provides the context for their design work, i.e. lack
of Mexican aesthetic, but understanding that they are culturally different, provides
opportunity for comparison; comparison to the norm, comparison to their fellow designers
and comparison about how to execute design work. This dynamic can be a good starting
point for a discussion about the demographic shift that is happening in the United States.
Latino/Hispanics are now the largest minority in the U.S with 2/3rds of this population
being of Mexican descent. This group is quickly becoming consumers to be reckoned
with. Based on the success of these Mexican designers, it is reasonable to suggest that
there is a burgeoning pool of designers ready to walk in their footsteps and these new
designers are culturally prepared to design for both the majority population and the
growing Latino/Hispanic and Mexican populations.
In his discussion about the autonomous development of culture and thought in Latin
America, Jose Matos Mar states:
… for more than 20,000 years, the American continent experienced an autonomous
development with unique organizational models and analogous creations; with precarious
resources it dominated a difficult and hostile terrain and satisfied its people’s needs
through the rational use and distribution of these resources (Mar 46).
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The notion echoed by the Mexican Industrial Designers in this paper, one story told five
different ways, that Mexican culture is ingenious, creative and resourceful in not exactly
new in context of this 20,000-year history. But, the development of the Mexican culture,
which “…combines Western Modernity with the indigenous” (Mar 50) and includes the
willingness to satisfy one’s own needs and to do it with a minimal of resources, seems to
give these Mexican designers an advantage when working in the United States where
resources are more plentiful and needs are more superficial. When coupled with the
experience of moving to a new country and a new culture or developing ones’ identity
through the lens of a minority culture because of their parents, these designers know
what is like to struggle with gaining access to and understanding the basic necessities of
a new culture, this makes them more empathetic, more open-minded and more
introspective in their design process and therefore ideally prepared for working in the
contemporary field of Industrial Design.
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